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ABSTRACT  
There are numerous business improvement initiatives that can be used by organisations to improve 
quality, productivity and sustainability towards achieving excellence, such as, Six Sigma, Lean, 
Business Process Reengineering, ISO9000, ISO14000, and Benchmarking. The right initiatives to be 
used may vary depending on several factors, for instance, the current maturity level of the organisation, 
areas in which the initiatives are implemented, organisation type and size, and the capabilities of the 
workforce.  Moreover, there is  a lack of clear understanding by people regarding when, where and how 
to implement the initiatives. Due to this situation, many organisations face difficulties in selecting 
suitable initiatives according to the context. This paper discusses issues of selecting initiatives and 
proposes an initial conceptual model to select suitable main business improvement initiatives in the 
journey towards business excellence (BE). The proposed initial conceptual model focuses on the main 
business improvement initiatives that should be used according to the BE elements and maturity, as well 
as how the organisations should select suitable initiatives. 
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ABSTRAK  
Terdapat pelbagai inisiatif-inisiatif penambahbaikan bisnes yang boleh digunakan oleh organisasi-
organisasi bagi meningkatkan kualiti, produktiviti and kelangsungan ke arah mencapai kecemerlangan 
yang mana antaranya adalah ‘Six Sigma’, ‘Lean’, ‘Business Process Reengineering’, ‘ISO9000’, 
‘ISO14000’, dan ‘Benchmarking’. Inisiatif-inisiatif yang sesuai digunakan berbeza bergantung kepada 
beberapa faktor, sebagai contoh, tahap kematangan organisasi sedia ada, situasi di mana initiasif 
digunakan, jenis dan saiz organisasi, dan kemampuan tenaga kerja. Selain itu, kebanyakan orang masih 
belum jelas berkaitan bila, di mana dan bagaimana untuk melaksanakan inisiatif-inisiatif tersebut. 
Disebabkan oleh keadaan ini, banyak organisasi berdepan dengan kesukaran untuk memilih inisiatif-
inisiatif yang sesuai berdasarkan konteks. Kertas kerja ini membincangkan  isu-isu pemilihan inisiatif 
dan mencadangkan satu model konsepsual awal untuk memilih inisiatif-inisiatif penambahbaikan yang 
utama di dalam perjalanan mencapai kecemerlangan bisnes. Model konsepsual awal ini menumpukan 
kepada inisiatif-inisiatif penambahbaikan bisnes utama yang seharusnya digunakan berdasarkan 
elemen-elemen dan kematangan kecemerlangan bisnes serta bagaimana sesebuah organisasi 
seharusnya memilih inisiatif-inisiatif yang sesuai.  
 
Kata kunci: inisiatif-inisiatif penambahbaikan bisnes; kecemerlangan bisnes;model konsepsual  
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
There are more than 900 business improvement initiatives that can be used by organisations to 
continually improve quality, productivity and sustainability towards achieving excellence (Adebanjo & 
Mann, 2008a, p. 5; American Quality Foundation (1992) cited in Cameron & Barnett, 1999, p.286). The 
initiatives can be approaches, systems, tools and/or techniques, such as Six Sigma, Lean, Business 
Process Reengineering, ISO9000, ISO14000, and Benchmarking. A number of organisations implement 
these initiatives as a panacea for all organisation problems (Ricondo & Viles, 2005). In reality, however, 
none of the individual initiative can solve all problems effectively in the organisation. Each initiative has 
 a role to play towards achieving business excellence. Some initiatives are more effective under certain 
situations (Ricondo & Viles, 2005). In process improvement, for instance, Six Sigma is more effective 
for reducing variation, Lean is for minimising waste and Theory of Constraints is for eliminating 
constraints (Nave, 2002). However, application of any initiatives in isolation without proper planning 
and strategy will only provide short-term benefits (Dale & McQuater, 1998; Dale, 2007; Ricondo & 
Viles, 2005). 
In other cases, many organisations find that some initiatives do not work exactly as they expect 
when they try to implement it. The root cause of failure in applying these initiatives is not because the 
initiative is ineffective. Instead, the failure is due to lack of clear understanding by people regarding 
when, where and how to implement the initiatives (Kwok & Tummala, 1998; Ricondo & Viles, 2005). 
According to Cobb (2003, p. 10), “every time a new management technique comes into vogue, 
whatever came before it is tossed out and forgotten and the new approach becomes a paradigm for 
redefining how the business is managed”.  Management ideas and initiatives are recently swings in 
fashion similar to clothing style, car design and music trends (Clark, 2004). This management fashion is 
also known as ‘hypes’, ‘fads’ or ‘myths’ (Gill and Whittle, 1993; Abrahamson, 1996; Kieser, 1997) 
(cited in Benders & van Bijsterveld, 2000). As the effect from this phenomenon, organisations become 
the market for the latest management fashion and managers tend to search for new initiatives (Cobb, 
2003; Seddon, 2003). In response to this issue, Cobb (2003) asserts that the search for new initiative is 
not the absolute answer. It is more crucial that managers should have deeper understanding of how the 
organisation operates or should operate as a system, and carefully select the right initiatives to be used 
according to the context.   
Most of the previous studies only focus on one specific initiative, such as, benchmarking 
(Adebanjo & Mann, 2008b; Mann & Grigg, 2004; McAdam & Kelly, 2002), ISO9000 (Bendell, 2000; 
Casadesus & Karapetrovic, 2005; Van der Wiele, Williams, & Dale, 2000), and Six Sigma (Antony, 
2007; Antony & Banuelas, 2002; Basu, 2004). Each of these studies tends to promote the particular 
initiative and goes into detail about how to successfully implement it. Until recently, only few studies 
have been found (such as,  Saunders & Mann, 2007; Thawesaengskulthai, 2007 and Thawesaengskulthai 
& Tannock, 2008a) to guide organisations on how to select suitable initiatives and show how the 
different initiatives might potentially complement each other towards achieving excellence (Cobb, 
2003).  As a result, there is a limited number of models and/or guidelines to assist organisations in 
selecting suitable initiatives towards achieving business excellence.  
One of the ways to achieve business excellence is by embarking on or continuing with Business 
Excellence program using Business Excellence Models (BEMs), such as the Baldrige Criteria for 
Performance Excellence (CPE) and the European Foundation for Quality Management (EFQM) 
Excellence Model. However, these BEMs only focus on common requirements and do not provide 
guidance on the selection of initiatives that should be used (NIST, 2008, p. 55). Moreover, most of the 
available models do not stress on contextual factors (Dahlgaard & Dahlgaard-Park, 2004). The right 
initiatives to be used may vary depending on several factors, for instance, the current maturity level of 
the organisation, organisation type and size, and the capabilities and responsibilities of the workforce 
(Dahlgaard & Dahlgaard-Park, 2004; NIST, 2008). 
In order to overcome this problem, the managers and executives in the organisations need guidance 
on what initiatives to be used, in what order to implement the initiatives and how to select suitable 
initiatives according to the context. The model that will be developed can provide meaningful guidelines 
on what are the main business improvement initiatives that should be used according to the BE elements 
and maturity, as well as how to select suitable initiatives.  
 
RESEARCH PROCEDURES AND METHODS 
 
The overall research procedures are shown in Figure 1, which involve three main phases as follows:    
(1) set research direction; (2) develop model; and (3) test model. The first phase of research (set research 
direction) consists of conducting extensive literature review; obtaining experts opinions; discovering 
current problems or issues faced by organisations; determining research aim, objectives and scope; 
designing research; preparing initial research proposal; submitting and presenting research proposal; 
applying for human ethics approval and refining research proposal.    
 
 
 
  
  
  
 
FIGURE 1: Procedures of the research 
 
The activities involved in the second phase of research (develop model) including: conducting 
literature review, obtaining experts opinions, developing initial conceptual model (refer to Figure 2), 
conducting semi-structured interviews, reviewing related documents and records, conducting an on-line 
questionnaire survey, and refining the conceptual model.  
The model testing (third phase of the research) will be carried out in form of a workshop. After 
the workshop, the participants will be provided with an assessment questionnaire in order to evaluate the 
validity (Is the information given valid?), feasibility (Is the model feasible and possible to be used?), 
usability (Is the model easy to be used?) and utility (Is the model useful and relevant to be used?) of the 
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 model. Literature review, on-line questionnaire survey, semi-structured interviews, document review 
and assessment questionnaire are the main data sources, as described in Table 1.  
 
TABLE 1: Description of main research methods for collecting data 
Research Methods Main objectives Sources of information 
Literature review • Identify and set research direction 
• Identify available guidelines or 
models for selecting business 
improvement initiatives  
All type of publications, such as 
journals, books and magazines. 
On-line 
questionnaire 
survey 
• Identify the main business 
improvement initiatives should be 
used according to the BE elements 
(leadership and social 
responsibilities, strategy and policy, 
customers, processes, workforce, 
and, partnerships and resources). 
Practitioners, managers, executives, 
consultants and/or academicians who 
have good understanding and experience 
on business improvement initiatives 
implementation. 
Semi-structured 
interviews 
• Identify the main business 
improvement initiatives that should 
be used according to the BE 
elements and maturity (starting, 
progressing, mature and excellent); 
• Investigate how the organisations 
should select suitable business 
improvement initiatives;   
• Evaluate the available models as 
compared to the proposed 
conceptual model. 
- Chief Executive Office, General 
Manager, Manager or Executive 
related to quality / business 
excellence of organisations that have 
won national Quality or Business 
Excellence (BE) Award  
- Chief Executive Office, Manager or 
Executive of national custodians of 
Quality / BE award.  
- Consultants / experts related to 
quality management and BE. 
Document review • Identify the main business 
improvement initiatives that should 
be used according to the BE 
elements and maturity 
• Identify existing guidelines or 
models for selecting business 
improvement initiatives 
Documents and/or records obtained 
from the participating organisations, 
such as guidelines or model to assist in 
the selection / implementation of 
business improvement initiatives, 
Quality / BE award application report 
and BE route map. 
Assessment 
questionnaire 
(after conducting 
a workshop) 
• Test the model as well as identify 
areas for refinement 
 
Potential users of the model (for 
example, managers, executives and 
consultants that are involved in the 
selection and/or implementation of 
business improvement initiatives). 
 
 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION  
 
From the overall research procedures shown in Figure 1, this paper is only focusing on the development 
of an initial conceptual model. The initial conceptual model (as shown in Figure 2) was developed based 
on literature review (Dale & Lascelles, 2007; NZBEF, 2009; Saunders & Mann, 2007; 
Thawesaengskulthai, 2007), previous BE application reports and experts opinions. Experts opinions 
were obtained through the presentation of papers at conferences, attending seminars and workshops as 
well as communication through email.  
 The top part of the conceptual model consists of input, process and output diagram. All the 
available business improvement initiatives are the input for the filtration process. The filtration process 
involves the consideration of several critical factors in order to select suitable business improvement 
initiatives. The critical factors are as follows:  
 
 
 
  
  
  
 
FIGURE 2: Initial conceptual model for selecting business improvement initiatives 
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 1) Characteristics of the initiatives 
Each organisation should conduct research and understand about the characterictics of the related 
initiatives covering the fundamental purpose, strengths and weaknesses of the initiatives (Dale, 
2007; Rigby & Bilodeau, 2005); ability to fit in with, complement, integrate or support other 
initiatives already in place, and might be used in the future (Dale, 2007); expected benefits or 
pay-offs to an organisation that successfully implements the initiatives (Dale, 2007; 
Thawesaengskulthai & Tannock, 2008b); as well as the expected costs and resources needed to 
introduce and implement the initiatives successfully (Dale, 2007). 
2) Commitment and support from top management 
Before starting to select and implement any business improvement initiative, the organisations 
need to obtain top management commitment and support, including providing sufficient 
resources as well as involvement in the introduction and implementation of the initiatives 
(Saunders & Mann, 2007; Thawesaengskulthai, 2007). 
3) Suit with organisation’s direction 
It is crucial to evaluate whether the initiatives will suit with the organisation’s vision, mission, 
values and strategic plan (Thawesaengskulthai, 2007). 
4) Available resources 
Each company should assess whether they have sufficient resources to introduce, implement and 
sustain the initiatives, such as capabilities of the workforce and available budget 
(Thawesaengskulthai, 2007). 
5) Areas in which the initiatives will be implemented  
Areas in which the initiatives will be used is another critical factors that need to be considered in 
the selection of initiatives (Saunders & Mann, 2007), which can be segregated into leadership and 
social responsibilities, strategy and policy, customers, partnerships and resources, processes, and 
workforce.  
6) BE maturity levels 
The organisation should assess their BE maturity in order to select suitable initiatives based on 
their current BE maturity level (Dahlgaard & Dahlgaard-Park, 2004; NIST, 2008; Sausa & Voss, 
2008), which can be divided into starting, progressing, mature and excellent. 
7) Organisation type and size 
The organisation type (public, private or non-profit ) and size (small, medium or large) are 
another important factors that should be considered in the selection process (Dahlgaard & 
Dahlgaard-Park, 2004; NIST, 2008; Sausa & Voss, 2008).  
8) Current trends of initiatives implementation  
It is also important to investigate the current trend of initiatives implementation based on 
suggestions from consultants / experts, current best practices in industry, current research 
publications, and others (Thawesaengskulthai, 2007). 
9) Fit with national and organisational culture  
Another critical factor that need to be consider seriously is whether the initiatives will fit with the 
national and organisational culture (Sousa & Voss, 2008; Thawesaengskulthai, 2007). Some of 
the Hofstede’s dimensions of national culture are including individualism versus collectivism, 
power distance, uncertainty avoidance and long-term orientation versus short-term orientation 
(Hofstede, 1980; Hofstede & Bond, 1988) 
 
In order to select a suitable initiative according to the context, it is crucial to understand all these 
critical factors before making any decision. The required output from the filtration process should be the 
initiative that will fit within the organisation. Other initiatives will be rejected from this process.  
The lower part of the conceptual model indicates some examples of the main business 
improvement initiatives according to the level of BE maturity in which the initiatives should first start to 
be used and areas of implementation. All these examples of initiatives require further consideration  in 
the filtration process.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
  
  
CONCLUSION  
 
This paper has discussed issues of selecting initiatives and proposed an initial conceptual model to select 
suitable main business improvement initiatives. The proposed initial conceptual model focuses on what 
are the main business improvement initiatives that should be used according to the BE elements and 
maturity, as well as how the organisations should select suitable initiatives. This initial conceptual will 
be continuously improved until it is accepted as shown in Figure 1. This research will contribute to the 
knowledge of quality management by developing a new guidelines model for selecting business 
improvement initiatives. This research will also indicate the critical contextual factors and how they 
should be considered.  
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